Susan Burwash, Ph.D., OTR/L, an occupational therapy professor and artist based in Washington State, provided the cover art for the Winter 2017 issue of the Open Journal of Occupational Therapy (OJOT). The featured piece contains Professor Burwash's signature fauxpals, lampwork glass beads made from molten glass and pure silver foil. Art creates balance between traditional medicine and personal medicine, those meaningful activities that give life purpose. Professor Burwash's personal medicine is making beautiful things that can be given away.
In a recent interview, Professor Burwash shared insight into her motivation for bead making.
"Bead making is the perfect blend of art and science, spiritual and practical, and that's why I love it so much," she said. Creativity is important to produce beads that are aesthetically pleasing.
Technical knowledge is required for the safe handling of tools and materials. The bead making process begins by gradually exposing a thin rod of glass to an open flame. To avoid thermal shock, the glass must remain in constant rotation. The rod begins to melt into a gather. Molten glass is spun around a slow turning stainless steel mandrel. An organic base bead is formed. After shaping the bead, it is adorned with crushed glass, enamel, wire, or metallic foil. Surface decorations may be left in place or melted flush with the surface of the bead.
To minimize stress, the bead must cool slowly in a kiln with temperatures set just below melting point.
Working with molten glass is compelling, yet calming; a repeating pattern of focus and release.
There is no room for anything else; it is the perfect molten meditation. Professor Burwash believes the relationship between art and occupational therapy practice is reciprocal, noting that "as clinicians, we have a whole array of creative occupations to choose from." She added, "we can support our clients in returning to a previous interest, or in trying something new." According to Christiansen (1999) "occupations are more than movements strung together, more than simply doing something. They are opportunities to express the self, to create an identity" (p. 552). For Professor Burwash, lampwork glass bead making provides a perfect balance between art and science, traditional medicine and personal medicine. Engagement in meaningful occupations, such as jewelry making, empowers individuals with mental health needs to explore their interests, improve social skills, and build relationships. Art has been used in occupational therapy practice since the profession was founded one century ago. If Burwash could travel back in time to meet the founders of the profession, her topic of conversation would be art as a healing force. "We have so much more evidence today to support the use of art in occupational therapy practice. It's nice to have an experiential base, and now to be able to point at the research and say, see, I told you all along."
